Abstract Adolescent obesity is a major health problem. The need for effective adolescent weight management programs is of high clinical and public health relevance. This study evaluates the effectiveness of an e-therapeutic platform (Next.
Introduction
Adolescent obesity is a major health problem with an urgent need for effective interventions that induce behavioural change. Successful treatments depend on lifestyle change and on the maintenance of the therapeutic support [5] . According to the literature, ongoing contact between the patient and the health care provider leads to greater adherence to behavioural changes, resulting in improved maintenance of weight lost. The Internet has established itself as a viable and promising option in this field [1, 2, 8, 10] . Recent systematic reviews [4, 26] on the effectiveness of information and communication technologies (ICT) in the treatment and prevention of obesity in children and adolescents concluded that most intervention programs produced significant effectiveness in reducing BMI, fat intake and increasing physical activity, supporting the promise and potential of Internet-based interventions as a viable component of weight management programs.
In 2011, we conducted a systematic literature review on the impact of e-therapeutic interventions in the treatment of obese adolescents [34] . The results supported the potential of this kind of interventions as a vital component of weight management programs and stressed the need for additional studies in order to optimize the Internet as an effective communication channel for teenagers.
Baulch, Chester and Brennan [9] further stressed the importance of differentiating between individuals likely to benefit from an online program and those for whom a face-to-face program should be more appropriate. Making this differentiation a priori can be particularly relevant since the online interventions are not universally appealing.
This study seeks to expand on these results, particularly focusing on the inclusion of the management case methodology in the e-therapy programs and on the predictors of the effectiveness of intervention programs. The primary objective of this study was to determine the effectiveness of the intervention program compared to the conventional treatment, in what concerns the behaviour changes (promotion of therapeutic adherence and healthy lifestyles) and the impact on the adolescent's health of the weight control. Empirical evidence was collected for the general hypothesis that therapeutic adherence, healthy lifestyles, quality of life and weight control in obese adolescents were positively influenced by the intervention program. The secondary objective was to explore the predictors of the effectiveness of the e-therapeutic intervention program.
Materials and methods

Study design
This study is designed as a nonrandomized clinical trial (quasi-experimental pre-and post-test design with a control group). We are looking for empirical evidence for the general investigation hypothesis: treatment adherence, healthy lifestyle, quality of life and weight control of obese adolescents are positively influenced by this intervention program.
Participants
Participants were obese adolescents from a paediatric obesity clinic (Portugal), aged between 12 and 18 years (BMI percentile≥95th), with Internet access of at least once a week (inclusion criteria). Exclusion criteria were the presence of severe psychopathology, inability to communicate in writing, pregnancy or having been proposed for bariatric surgery. The sample recruitment had the support of the clinical staff.
All eligible adolescents with appointments between 2012 January 1 and December 31 were included in the study. The participants were consecutively allocated into the experimental and control groups according to the sample size calculation. Sample size calculation was conducted as described previously in the study protocol [33] , assuming the need for showing differences between groups with a standardized effect size of 0.4 or larger, a 30 % retention rate, an alpha of 0.05 and a statistical power (1-Beta) of 80 %. Therefore, there was a need for recruiting at least 75 adolescents. To maximize the statistical power of the study design, we have expanded the sample to 94 adolescents (48 in the experimental group and 46 in the control arm).
The experimental group was divided into two subgroups, depending on the study enrolment order: group A (n=23) and group B (n=25). Group A began the intervention in May 2012 and group B in October 2012, aiming to reduce the adolescents' waiting period for starting the programme. The procedure was identical in both groups, namely, the treatment length, methods, content/resources and functionalities, case manager and clinical team.
Experimental group participants, in addition to the standard treatment program consisting of clinical evaluation and medical, psychological, nutritional and physical activity counselling, were invited to get restricted access to the e-therapeutic platform (Next.
Step).
The control group followed the standard clinical treatment protocol, which includes individual visits to the paediatrician, dietician and exercise physiologist. These adolescents joined a waiting list to access Next.
Step in the short run.
Ethical considerations
This study was approved by the Ethical Committee for Health and funded by the Foundation for Science and Technology (PTDC/DTP-PIC/0769/2012) in 2012. All procedures respected the Declaration of Helsinki [43] and the ethical principles of the American Psychological Association [3] . All eligible adolescents and respective parents signed the informed consent where the study objectives were explained, following the ethical aspects of confidentiality and voluntary participation.
Measures
Program effectiveness was evaluated every 3 months, with emphasis at baseline evaluation (T0), intermediate evaluation (12 weeks-T1) and post-intervention assessment (24 weeks-T2). The data were obtained through three main sources: (a) clinical file (demographics, anthropometric, behavioural and clinical variables), (b) self-report instruments (AWCQ-Adherence to Weight Control Questionnaire, ALP-Adolescent Lifestyle Profile and IWQOL-Impact of Weight on Quality of Life), (c) Next.
Step e-therapeutic platform (utilisation rate, logins, consulted resources, self-monitoring data, game scores, participation in forums). The instruments used are described in detail in the study protocol [33] .
BMI assessment Anthropometric data were measured by trained health professionals from the clinic. For assessing platform effectiveness, WHO BMI charts [27] were used in addition to the CDC BMI charts [21] to enable comparison of results with studies using either approach.
Behavioral variables These include weekly physical activity (h/w), screen time (h/w), family support and weight loss motivation (two Likert-type questions, range 1-5) and body image (sequence of seven silhouettes that evolve progressively from thinness to overweight).
Usability assessment NSUQ included a user profile evaluation section (internet access, amount of internet daily use, computer availability) and a second section regarding the evaluation of the usability perception (27 independent items, scored 1-5; the higher the index, the better the usability).
Adherence to Weight Control Questionnaire (AWCQ) This instrument was developed and validated by Sousa, Fonseca and Gaspar [31] . This screening tool measures treatment adherence to weight control (TAWC) and the risk of non-adherence to weight control (RNAWC) in adolescents, with a five-point Likert-type format. The TAWC (29 items) includes four subscales: SEA (self-efficacy and adherence behaviours), PPI (parental and providers influence), FSI (friends and school influence) and PB (perceived benefits). The RNAWC (seven items) presented a one-factor solution. Both scales presented good reliability values (0.908 and 0.770) and a five-point Likert-type format. A high TAWC score corresponds to a greater treatment adherence. Furthermore, a high RNAWC score corresponds to a greater risk of nonadherence.
Adolescent Lifestyle Profile (ALP) This instrument was designed to measure the frequency of health-promoting behaviours in adolescents (early, middle and late). The Portuguese version of ALP [32] is a 36-item summated behaviour rating scale that employs a four-point Likert-type response format, organized into seven factors (health responsibility, physical activity, nutrition, positive life perspective, interpersonal relationship, stress management and spiritual health). The scale has a high reliability score (α=0.866), with subscale reliability values between 0.492 and 0.747. A high ALP score corresponds to a healthier lifestyle.
Impact of Weight on Quality of Life (IWQOL) This questionnaire consists of 27 items organized into four factors (physical comfort, body esteem, social life and family relations). For the purpose of this study, we used the Portuguese version [28] .
Intervention
Participants were invited to get restricted access to the etherapeutic platform (Next.Step), which included a diverse set of resources, such as educational resources (videos, brochures, menus, weekly tips, access to other links), selfmonitoring (food, weight and physical activity records), social support (chats, discussion forums and personalized messages), interactive training modules (self-assessment quizzes, making their own diets) and motivational tools (personal goals planning, treatment progression registry, positive reinforcement). In addition to the platform manager (nurse), the program also had the direct support of an interdisciplinary team (including paediatrician, nutritionist, exercise physiologist and psychologist) who intervened when requested by the case manager. The intervention length was 24 weeks, being based on case management methodology. The program was structured in ten thematic modules, with an average duration of 2 weeks. The modular structure of Next.
Step seeks to create a virtual environment attractive to adolescents, according to the logic of a computer game, where the player must accomplish specific tasks/missions before progressing to the following level, unlocking new features and functionalities. Full presentation of the platform features can be found in detail in the study protocol [33] .
Analysis
Data were analysed with the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v.17) using nonparametric tests since sample data had no normal distribution. Descriptive statistics were calculated, and the groups were compared regarding their initial characteristics (T0-baseline assessment) by MannWhitney U test (U) for continuous variables and the chisquare test (χ 2 ) for nominal variables. In order to compare the effect of the two intervention programs (standard program and Next.
Step program), data were analysed using generalized linear models with the likelihood ratio test (0). The final assessment of the dependent variables (T2) was included in these models, with the group as fixed factor and the baseline values (T0) as covariates.
The missing data were determined by the expectationmaximization method (EM, implemented by the Missing Value Analysis of the SPSS). The Little's MCAR test (Missing Completely At Random) confirmed the assumption of randomization of missing data since the differences were not statistically significant (p>0.05).
An intention to treat analysis (ITT) and a parallel per protocol analysis-PP (considering only the adolescents who in fact accessed the e-therapeutic platform) were conducted. The effect sizes were calculated using the partial eta squared (η 2 p ) that indicates the proportion of the total variability attributable to a given factor. The standardized effect sizes (Cohen's d) would be further calculated in the presence of significant differences between the two intervention programs. The effect analysis of the interventions, within the same group (paired samples), was performed using the Wilcoxon-signed ranks test. All analyses were performed using bilateral tests, with a significance level of 0.05.
The predictive effect of anthropometric, sociodemographic, behavioural and clinical data on the effectiveness of the etherapeutic program was analysed at 24 weeks, using nonparametric tests (Spearman correlation, Mann-Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis test).
Results
Analysis of adherence/attrition of the intervention program
In the experimental arm, 23 participants (47.92 %) were excluded, one for having been proposed for bariatric surgery (exclusion criterion) and 22 by having never accessed the platform (Fig. 1 ). Significant differences were found between the baseline characteristics of the experimental group participants who have adhered (adherents) and those who have abandoned the intervention program (nonadherents) regarding sedentary lifestyle (adherents, 18.87 ± 9.83; non-adherents, 24.92 ± 8.46; p = 0.015), nutrition (adherents, 2.91 ± 0.41; non-adherents, 2.63 ± 0.49; p = 0.042), influence of parents and health professionals in adherence to treatment (adherents, 4.68±0.35; non-adherents, 4.36±0.51; p=0.024).
The adherents, on average, accessed the platform 10.68 times (SD=18.92) and on average analysed 7.87 (SD=9.25) resources and read 31.77 (SD=47.56) messages from the forums during the 24-week time period. The average number of reported data (weight, physical activity and nutrition) was 3.00 (SD=4.85), and the percentage of completed activities was 13.66 % (SD=47.56). Regarding parents, only one out of the 28 parents who joined the program accessed the platform (attrition rate of 96.43 %).
Analysis of baseline characteristics of participants
The mean age of the adolescents was 14.17 years (SD=1.51), with average BMI z-score of 2.66 (SD=0.72), according to WHO reference curves. The percentage of girls (51.06 %) was similar to that of boys (48.94 %). The indices of weekly physical activity were 4.54±2.89 h/w, and the rates of sedentary lifestyle were 22.48±8.65 h/w. Results further showed indices of family support of 3.92±0.72 and indices of personal motivation of 3.67±0.82 (Table 1) .
The average lifestyle profile global rate was 2.61 (SD= 0.38), the lowest result being found in the subscale of spiritual health and the highest result in the subscale of interpersonal relations. The average global rate of the weight-related quality of life was 79.90 (SD=18.90), with the lowest result in the subscale of body esteem and the highest result in the subscale of family relations.
The average global rate of adherence to weight control was 3.73 (SD=0.57), with an average risk of non-adherence of 2.51 (SD=0.86).
In spite of the fact that adolescents in the control group tended to identify themselves as having a body image silhouette slightly more obese (experimental group, 5.42±0.69 vs control group, 5.65±0.73; U=853.000; p=0.049), globally the two groups can be considered comparable and homogeneous (p>0.05) [30] .
Effectiveness analysis regarding the behavioural change
Lifestyle profile After 24 weeks of intervention (T2), the ITT analysis demonstrated a significant improvement in the physical activity indices of the experimental group participants (ΔM=0.14±0.49; Z=−2.242; p=0.025) and a marginal significance in the variation of the index of nutrition (ΔM =0.09±0.33; Z=−1.903; p= 0.057). Both the control and the experimental groups (ITT analysis) showed a significant improvement in the rates of spiritual health (ΔM=0.28±0.57; Z=−3.047; p=0.002) and overall lifestyle index (ΔM = 0.11 ± 0.29; Z = −2.360; p = 0.018). The 25 adolescents who adhered to the program (PP analysis) showed a significant improvement in the rates of health responsibility (ΔM = 0.24 ± 0.51; Z = −2.033; p = 0.042) at 24 weeks. The covariance analysis between groups revealed that the experimental group adolescents (PP analysis) showed an increase of the indices of health responsibility significantly superior (ΔM=0.24±0.51; 2 p = 0.113; =6.081; p=0.014) to the control group adolescents (ΔM = 0.003 ± 0.43) ( Table 2 ). These differences correspond to a moderate effect size (d = 0.51) with clinical significance [12, 44] .
Adherence to weight control The data analysis in T2 (postintervention evaluation) showed a significant reduction in the perception of adherence benefits, both for the control group (ΔM=−0.07±0.33; Z=−2.017; p=0.044) and the experimental group (ITT and PP analysis: ΔM=−0.13±0.39; Z=−3.306; p=0.001 vs ΔM=−0.24±0.29; Z=−3.465; p=0.001, respectively) ( Table 2 ). The ITT analysis allowed for further identification of the presence of significant differences between the initial and final evaluation of the overall adherence to weight control index in the experimental group adolescents (ΔM= −0.08±0.44; Z=−1.979; p=0.048). The covariance analysis between groups did not demonstrate the existence of significant differences (p>0.05).
Effectiveness analysis regarding the impact on the health
Weight-related quality of life Post-intervention assessment found an improvement in all quality of life indices (p<0.05) in both groups ( Table 2 ). The analysis of covariance between groups did not show the existence of significant differences (p>0.05). Table 3) .
Analysis of the predictors of the experimental program effectiveness
Predictors of overweight reduction Adolescents with a higher weight loss motivation tended to show a significant decrease in the BMI z-score, both considering the CDC (r s =−0.469; p<0.05) and the WHO criteria (r s =−0.411; p<0.05) ( Table 4) . Table 5) .
Predictors of effectiveness regarding lifestyle
Predictors of effectiveness regarding the quality of life The greater the waist and hip circumferences, the better the results concerning multiple domains of weight-related quality of life (body esteem, social life and overall index of quality of life; p<0.05). Mothers' higher occupational status was associated with an increased physical comfort (ΔM=19.91±22.67 vs ΔM=0.84±10.82; U=23.000; p<0.05) and overall quality of life (ΔM = 13.50 ± 16.78 vs ΔM = 2.76 ± 9.24; U = 24.000; p<0.05). The adolescents who have benefited the most from the intervention program were the physically less active, those more sedentary and those who identified themselves with a bigger silhouette (p<0.05). It was also found that the longer the previous treatment length, the greater the increase in body esteem (r s =0.448; p<0.05). Furthermore, the adolescents who Table 5) .
Discussion
This study aimed to determine an e-therapeutic program's effectiveness when compared to a conventional treatment regarding the promotion of weight control, healthy lifestyles, adherence to weight control and quality of life.
The adolescents who joined the e-therapeutic program (PP analysis) showed an increase in the indices of health responsibility significantly higher than those from the control group. These differences correspond to a moderate effect size (d=0.51) with clinical significance [12, 44] . This positive effect of e-health interventions in the promotion of health responsibility is consistent with previous systematic reviews including children and adolescents [4, 26] . Contrary to what has been described in previous studies [7] , this program does not seem to have contributed to the improvement of adherence to weight control. Both the experimental and the control groups showed a significant decrease in the perceived benefits of adherence and a decrease in the overall index of adherence to weight control. These results seem to indicate that the adolescents felt it difficult to maintain high rates of treatment adherence, especially in cases of longterm treatments [37] .
Regarding the program effectiveness on the weightrelated quality of life, significant differences between the two groups were not identified. Quality of life is not usually selected as one of the secondary outcomes of etherapeutic programs directed to children and adolescents, although previous studies with adults have also pointed out the presence of inconsistent results. While the study of Isabelle, Christelle, Patrick, Tony, Martial and Alain [19] found an improvement in the quality of life in obese patients undergoing a self-help program based on the Internet, other studies [22] did not show any additional benefit from the use of e-therapy in terms of quality of life compared to the usual treatment. According to our results, after 24 weeks of intervention, the experimental group participants showed a significant reduction of the BMI z-score, waist circumference and screen time (p<0.05), although significant differences between groups were not found. Similar clinical results have been described in the literature [4, 26] , although the empirical evidence of the effectiveness of virtual therapeutic communities is still fragile [16] .
The lack of significant differences between the two groups might be related to the reduced time of intervention and implementation factors or may have resulted from the fact that the control group used a multidisciplinary intervention program instead of a Btraditional^control group. Most probably, significant findings would be achieved if a control group without treatment had been used [42] . The option for this control group was based on ethical aspects and with the intention of minimizing the attrition rate, probably higher if the participants were allocated to a group without any kind of intervention. Moreover, we chose to use the e-therapy as an add-on and not as a substitute of the standard intervention, assuming the importance of the face-to-face contact with health professionals. A recent meta-analysis [29] which evaluated the impact of e-therapeutic interventions on weight reduction presented very relevant conclusions: the individuals who received the intervention as a complement to standard intervention lost significantly more weight, while the individuals for whom the intervention was a substitute of the traditional intervention lost significantly less weight. Baulch, Chester and Brennan [9] emphasize that although the modalities in-person may be preferred, the high prevalence rates of obesity suggest the urgency of expanding therapeutic options and reducing the associated costs. These authors [9] believe that the Internet is increasingly recognized as an effective and innovative alternative as an add-on to face-to-face treatment programs. They further consider that the minimum contact with the health professional and the ability to disseminate individualized obesity management programs may increase the economic viability of programs for obesity based on the Internet. It is possible that our finding of lack of improvement in the primary outcomes in the experimental group is due to limited exposure to the resources/materials relevant for the intervention, despite the fact that all participants enrolled in the experimental group have periodically received both automated messages and personalized messages sent through the platform. Being so, even if they did not access directly to the content of the platform, the motivational components were stimulated by receiving those feedback messages in their personal email.
The reduced adherence to e-therapeutic intervention programs for weight control in adolescents was already reported in previous studies [6] , being considered as the main concern of this type of intervention [18] . A recent systematic review on Table 5 Analysis of predictors of effectiveness regarding the adherence to weight control and the quality of life
Variables
Δ adherence to weight control Δ quality of life the effect of e-therapeutic interventions for the treatment of obese adolescents [34] identified attrition rates between 4.9 and 30 %, while Weinstein's review [39] focusing on the adult population found attrition rates varying from 0 to 34 %. In the present study, the attrition rate was greater than the initial expectations (47.92 %), which suggests that the sample size may have been inadequate and that analyses may have been under-powered once the initial calculation of the sample size was based on an attrition rate of 30 %. Tershakovec and Kuppler [35] have already alerted to the dimension of the problem by stating that in their study about half of the obese children and adolescents under treatment dropped out. Furthermore, Next.
Step participants are adolescents with severe overweight, reduced motivation and, in most cases, with a clinical past marked by several unsuccessful attempts of weight loss accumulated since a young age. These results underscore the importance of identifying ways to increase the adherence to this type of programs. A recent study offers an alternative to this problem, stating that adolescents tend to participate more consistently in an Internet-based program available during school hours rather than in a program designed to be carried out in their free time [25] . Baulch, Chester and Brennan [9] stress the importance of differentiating between the individuals more likely to benefit from an online program and those for whom the face-to-face treatment modalities are more appropriate. In this study, we found significant differences between the participants who have adhered and those who dropped out. The nonadherents were more sedentary, had a poorer diet and were less influenced by parents and providers in terms of adherence.
Direct intervention specifically for parents may be a relevant way to promote behavioural changes in the family environment [15] . Family support is crucial for children and adolescents and can positively influence their quality of life and their efforts for losing weight [40] . Families should be considered in the development of intervention programs [11] . In our study, parents were invited to join the program; however, they have not actively participated (attrition rate of 96.43 %). In future studies, it would be interesting to be able to increase the support and motivation provided by parents during the adolescent weight control program and then recalculate the program effectiveness [13] .
A secondary objective of the study was the analysis of the predictors of the experimental program effectiveness. Reciprocal effects between the intervention outcomes were found, with several inter-correlations among the lifestyle, treatment adherence and quality of life dimensions. Previous studies have already suggested that weight reduction predicts improvement in the psychological domain [23] and in the health-related quality of life [20, 36] .
The initial motivation for weight loss was the strongest predictor for overweight reduction. Parental occupation, weekly physical activity, screen time, body image and presence of previous attempts of weight loss were predictors of effectiveness regarding lifestyle. Among the predictors of effectiveness regarding adherence to weight control were the longer treatment and mothers' higher academic education. A lower perception of the risk of non-adherence was associated with a higher waist circumference. The predictors of effectiveness concerning the quality of life were the waist and hip circumferences, the degree of mothers' education, the weekly amount of physical activity, screen time, the previous treatment length and previous attempts for weight loss. These findings are consistent with the results of previous studies [24, 38, 45] . It is recognized that parental involvement and the adolescent motivation for treatment are essential components for adherence to behavioural change [24] . We must underline the predictor effect of a higher maternal education in promoting treatment adherence, a fact that seems to be consistent with the fact of poverty and mother's low education being strongly associated with overweight [14, 41] .
The results reported here should be considered in light of several strengths and limitations. Among the study limitations are the high attrition rate in the experimental group and the use of self-reported questionnaires. The answers provided may be biased by the social desirability, an aspect that we sought to be minimized by the guarantee of anonymity. Furthermore, the absence of random allocation of subjects to the experimental and control groups exposes this type of studies to a considerable number of threats regarding the internal and external validity, which may compromise the generalization of the results [17] . For this reason, both groups were initially evaluated concerning the homogeneity as a measure of control for the characteristics of the subjects. Despite that the adolescents of the control group have identified themselves with a body image silhouette slightly more obese, globally the two groups might be considered homogeneous and comparable [30] . However, we are aware that generalization of results might be done with caution. The absence of long-term follow-up to evaluate the maintenance of the behavioural change is an extra limitation of this study. This methodological option was due to the need to extend the recruitment sample and to the temporal constraints inherent to this research.
Among the strengths of this study, we underline its innovative character and contribution to the scientific knowledge in this field since it is one of the few contributions at the international level that evaluates an e-case management program specific for adolescents. Another aspect to highlight is the fact that the intervention program is supported by a multidisciplinary clinical team specialized in this field in a highly differentiated clinical setting. All the clinical parameters were assessed by the clinical team using objective anthropometric measures according to the standard international criteria (greater internal validity of the results). Another strength of this study is the use of obesity-specific instruments, more sensitive than generic ones, enabling to reduce the noise of medical co-morbidities [45] . Furthermore, it is important to mention the authors' option for evaluating the effectiveness of the program in detriment of its efficacy. The effectiveness analysis is a more pragmatic approach that seeks to analyse the results under conditions closer to real life, allowing for a greater heterogeneity in the sample. This strengthens the external validity of the study.
Conclusions
Despite having had a significant positive impact on multiple domains, the outcomes of this e-therapeutic program were not substantially different, in most of the studied variables, from those of the control group. These inconclusive results regarding this program's effectiveness compared to the standard multidisciplinary intervention give rise to an interesting discussion on cost-effectiveness. Further research is needed to be able to identify the potential benefits of a program of this kind in the clinical context. The identification of those benefits may facilitate future replication of the program at other institutions using the knowledge acquired with the strategies developed in here which involved a wide range of actors (adolescents, families and health professionals).
